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Study of Living Algae in the Tortugas Produced
the “Bible” for Identifying Those of the Tropical
Atlantic

Diane S. Littler, Senior Scientist, Harbor Branch
Oceanographic Institution

Mark M. Littler, Senior Scientist, NMNH, Smithsonian
Institution

To us, it seems like the Tortugas Laboratory, main-
tained for many years by the Carnegie Institution

of Washington, is still in existence even though the
actual facility has been gone for many years. We refer
to the algal literature and specimens that originated at
the facility almost every day. Many of the latter are
housed and available for study in the algal herbarium
of the National Museum of Natural History, Smithso-
nian Institution. The “bible” for marine algal identifi-
cation for the Caribbean, William Randolph Taylor’s
Marine Algae of the Eastern Tropical and Subtropical
Coasts of the Americas, published in 1960, was initi-
ated and inspired by the work that he did at the station
between 1924 and 26. He writes in the first line of the
preface, “This work is the direct, if slowly matured,
result of the three stimulating summer periods I spent
at the former Dry Tortugas Laboratory of the Carnegie
Institution of Washington (1924 and 26).” He states
the conditions were Spartan but ideal for field and
simple laboratory studies.

Algal taxonomy benefits tremendously from studying
living material, as opposed to dried, pressed (mostly
damaged) specimens that most herbarium-based
researchers are forced to use, especially in the early
part of the 1900s. The opportunity to work at a field
station such as the Carnegie Lab in the Dry Tortugas
gave Taylor not only the inspiration of seeing the
plants alive but also added enormously to his ability
to describe accurately the species color, texture, and
other features that are critical for identification and
are often missed or impossible to obtain from pressed
specimens. Taylor’s initial intent was to prepare a
checklist of the algae at the Dry Tortugas to aid other
workers at the lab who were working in other fields;
however, he found such a rich flora in the area that the
checklist soon developed into The Marine Algae of
Florida with Special Reference to the Dry Tortugas,
published by the Carnegie Institution of Washington
in 1928, which he eventually expanded upon and
developed into Marine Algae of the Eastern Tropical
and Subtropical Coasts of the Americas, to this day, a
critical resource for anyone working with seaweeds in
the Western Atlantic.
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